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One
The dog walked underneath the lights by the side of the road. Its eyes darted between the horizon ahead and the surrounding darkness. The highway was nestled within the vast forest, but it was not very far from the city. If the dog continued on its course, it would eventually see the lights of homes and gas stations on the outskirts of the city limits. Bits of evidence of those places were all around the dog as it traveled, indicating that it was heading for civilization.
One such artifact caught the dog's attention. The dog could smell it. Meat.
 In the very center of the highway was a crumpled, crinkled paper bag, the logo just barely legible. The faded red letters formed a single word: "STUBBY'S." Spilling out from the bag, still partially wrapped up in thin foil, was a greasy, dirty hamburger. Only one or two bites had been taken out of it. Anyone with enough forethought might have come to the conclusion that either the person who'd thrown it away was incredibly wasteful, or that something was wrong with the food. The dog, however, had no such forethought. It only knew that it was hungry and that the hamburger smelled like something it could eat. It was something familiar and inviting, something very good.
Once it had identified the source of the scent, the dog rushed to the hamburger and began wolfing it down excitedly. It was so preoccupied with the meal that it didn't see the lights until they were almost upon it.
The truck's brakes made a wretched squealing sound. The impact was immense; bones were shattered and organs burst. The dog rolled back to where it first spied the hamburger, rolling seven, eight, maybe nine times or more. 
The driver didn't bother to assess the situation. With the dog back by the side of the road, the truck regained its speed and was off into the night.
Two
The corpse of the dog, eyes wide open but unseeing, lay motionless beneath the pale yellow streetlight above. The moon cast a faint blue glow over the deep green of the trees all around. Everything was still and quiet. There was, in that moment, a nothingness in the air. All was unconsciousness, all was sleep, all was deeper than sleep. There was only the streetlight, the pale blue of the moon, and the breeze rustling gently through the leaves.
Suddenly, another light appeared. It was pale blue like the moonlight, but brighter, with a distinctive glow. It rose up from the corpse of the dead animal. Its shape was that of the dog, and it moved as if the dog was waking up from a disorienting dream, groggy and dazed. There was a difference now, however, in the exact way it moved. It moved now with a new kind of self-awareness, one might be tempted to call it purpose. Its movements more closely resembled those of a man, waking up after having long overslept, than a dog.
Using his paws to rub the sleep out of his eyes, he stumbled away from the spot where he had risen. The Dog looked at his corpse and blinked his eyes, at first unable to comprehend what had happened. He turned to look in the direction where the truck had gone, and then he looked at his corpse again.
"Whoa, what the heck?"
Three
The Dog, at a loss for any sense of purpose, and seeing nothing further to be gained from examining his remains, began traveling in the same direction as before. It was a clear night, and the stars were shining brightly above him. He didn't know where he was going, but he felt compelled to resume his earlier course. He had no better idea of where to go or what to do, so heading in his original direction made as much sense as anything.
The Dog was now much more cautious every time a car passed. His eyes divided their time between the forest and the road on either side of him, snapping back to the highway each time an engine's roar could be heard in the distance. Suddenly, a shrub next to him began rustling. He jumped back and hunkered down in a defensive, attack-ready position, when a Skunk emerged from the bush. Like the Dog, the Skunk was a glowing, transparent specter, the color of moonlight. 
"WHOA! WHAT DO YOU WANT?!" the Dog demanded.
"Eep!" the Skunk squeaked, "I just wanted to say hi!" The Skunk's voice reminded the Dog of a little girl for some reason. 
"Say HI? I just DIED!" The Dog, who spoke like a young man, sounded offended at the Skunk's casual tone.
"I know, I saw it. It was awesome!" The Skunk realized at once how callous this sounded and began to correct herself. "I mean, not awesome, just...incredible. It was like watching a surfer wipe out. You must've rolled like ten times! It was nuts! I've never seen anything like it!"
The Dog was stunned at the Skunk's excited babbling about his own demise. Regaining his composure, the Dog's voice became sarcastic.
"I'm glad you enjoyed it so much." Irritated, the Dog began to walk away, ignoring the Skunk as she scurried after him.
"Hey! I'm sorry, I...I didn't mean that to sound, you know...unconcerned, or anything. It's just, that wasn't something you see every day, or at least I don't, and...I died earlier tonight myself, and...I don't really...you know, I don't really have anyone to talk to..."
The Dog merely grunted and, continuing to ignore the Skunk, kept walking. The Skunk, still apologetic and guilty, tried again.
"Listen, really, I hope you're not too offended. I mean, it sucks that we died, but we're fine now, right?"
This caught the Dog's attention. He stopped, looked up at the moon and began to think about the situation more clearly.
"Huh...I...I guess we are." His voice was uncertain, becoming cautiously optimistic. "Sorry for being so grouchy before. I'm just not used to...." The Dog let out a quick, nervous laugh. "Dying."
"Me neither," replied the Skunk. "Actually, I was feeling pretty lonely before I found you. Would you mind...I mean, would it be a burden or anything if I, you know, tagged along?"
"Not at all," the Dog answered, sounding much happier than before. "I hadn't really thought about it, but now that you mention it, I think I could use some company myself."
The Skunk smiled and trotted alongside the Dog, and they spoke of how nice the weather was, and how strange the night had been, and both were feeling much better now that they had someone to talk to.
Four
As the Dog and the Skunk walked on towards the city, not fully aware of their destination, a sad sight caught their attention. Much like the Dog had been earlier, the corpse of a possum was sprawled out lifeless in the middle of the road. 
"Poor guy..." murmured the Skunk with pity in her voice, "I wonder what got him?"
"Maybe the same truck has been running over all of us tonight," the Dog spoke quietly. 
"I wonder where he ran off to? After he got hit, I mean. Maybe he's lonely, like us." The Skunk was concerned. She is an empathetic soul, the Dog thought to himself. He sought to reassure her, the way he would comfort an upset child.
"I'm sure he'll manage. After all, we've done a great job of recovering from the shock of what is probably the most frightening thi-"
Before the Dog could finish, he was cut off by the sound of a piercing otherworldly shriek as the ghost of the Possum sprang screaming from the corpse, soaring right at them. The Dog and Skunk, taken totally by surprise, screamed in terror.
The Possum's scream melted into hysterical laughter as he stood before them, and he fell to the ground. His voice was labored as he tried to speak amidst his cackles.
"Sorry...sorry! Sorry guys! I just...I just..." He laughed so hard he was shaking. The Dog and Skunk stared at him in total disbelief. "I didn't mean to be such a tool, but I just couldn't...I couldn't help myself!" 
The Dog and the Skunk's bewilderment turned into anger as they watched him giggle uncontrollably. "I just thought, you know, when am I ever going to get the chance to scare someone like that again?" With that, the Possum, who was struggling to regain his composure and stand up again, collapsed back onto the ground in another fit of laughter.
They were clearly not amused. They scoffed at the Possum and continued on their way. The Possum, his laughter finally beginning to subside, struggled to get up and run after them.
"Hey, hey, don't be that way! I was just foolin' around! Playin' possum, you know? It's in my blood!"
The Dog and the Skunk paused, gave the Possum a dirty look, and continued walking on.
"Oh, okay, I get it." The Possum's tone had suddenly shifted, now he sounded sarcastic and annoyed. "We're dead, so we all have to be SOMBER! Oh yeah, I'm waaaaay out of line, trying to lighten the mood after I just DIED! Fine." Suddenly, a note of trembling despair could be heard in his voice. "If all I have now is just some dull, humorless wasteland of a world, then I don't want to live in it either. Goodbye."
A large semi-truck was barreling down the road at that moment. The Possum ran right out in front of it. His eyes were shut tight as he braced for the impact. Taking notice, the Dog and the Skunk were now horrified and apologetic.
"STOP IT! IT'S NOT WORTH IT!" screamed the Dog.
"WE'RE SORRY!" the Skunk yelled. "WE'RE SORRY! PLEASE JUST GET OUT OF THE WAY! GET OUT OF THE -"
It was too late. The semi-truck was already upon the Possum.
"Oh, no..." whimpered the Skunk. She and the Dog stared at their feet, overcome with regret.
"I never thought..." the Dog began to say, "I never thought he would do tha-"
At that moment, the semi-truck's trailer finished passing them, the Possum leapt from the spot where he'd been standing, screaming as loud as he could, just like before. Once again, the Dog and the Skunk shrieked in terror. The Possum began laughing hysterically on the ground.
"I...I can't believe...I got you...I got you again..."
The Dog was furious now. He had to fight to keep himself from raising his voice.
"Yeah. Ha ha. Real funny. Goodnight. Goodbye."
He and the Skunk, indignant once more, resumed their journey. They left the Possum behind as he rolled around on the ground, still cackling. Finally, after they put some distance between themselves and the Possum, he managed to get back up and ran after them.
"Hey, hey! I'm sorry! No more pranks, I promise! It's just...I've been out here all night trying to find something to do. I got hit by a car a few hours ago. I've just been wandering around ever since."
"Same here," the Skunk replied dryly, "but in our case, our manners survived."
"Listen, I'll make it up to you!" the Possum exclaimed in a repentant tone, "I know a place up ahead where you can eat. Are you hungry?"
The Dog and the Skunk exchanged suspicious glances. 
"Yeah, we're hungry," said the Dog. "We're fine on our own, though."
"Come on, I can take you right to it!" the Possum pleaded.
Under her breath, the Skunk spoke to the Dog. 
"Actually, I AM kind of starving right now. Let's let him take us to the food and if he's still acting like a moron, we can ditch him."
The Dog looked from the Skunk to the Possum and back again. 
"Alright. You can take us to the food," the Dog said, "but no more pranks."
"Awesome! It's this way!"
The Possum scurried on ahead as the Dog and the Skunk ran after him, trying to keep up.
Five
They came to a place where the forest receded from the roadside. In the clearing was a row of houses. The Possum approached the first one they passed. It was a small, one-story white house with blue doors and shutters. A light shone through one of the four windows, but aside from that there appeared to be no activity, at least none that posed any threat to the ghostly travelers. 
A large plate of food sat on the front porch. It appeared to be some sort of pet food, a type of kibble. Unlike any pet food any of them recognized, however, this food was glowing light blue, the same color as their own spectral bodies. After inspecting it for only a moment, the Dog and Skunk began digging in as if they hadn't eaten in days. The Possum smiled as he watched them eat.
"See? I told you it was good!" The Possum was clearly proud of himself, and satisfied that he'd atoned for his pranks earlier. "There are other houses that do this, too. It's like a ritual or something around here. They leave out food for ghosts!"
"I wonder why they do that?" the Dog spoke between mouthfuls, "How do they even know ghosts are around, or that they get hungry? I've never heard of leaving out food for ghosts before."
"Isn't that a religious practice in Asia somewhere?" the Skunk wondered aloud, "You know, to honor the spirits of ancestors?"
"Hey, yeah, I think I have heard of that." replied the Dog, "This isn't Asia, though. I don't know why people would do something like that around here."
"It is odd..." the Skunk mumbled with her mouth full, "maybe it's an Asian neighborhood."
Suddenly, one of the trashcans near the end of the driveway toppled over. Garbage spilled out onto the lawn and along with it was a ghostly Raccoon. 
"Hey!" shouted the Dog, "What are you doing here? Were you eavesdropping on us?"
"I'm here for the same reason as you. Food." The Raccoon seemed rather unconcerned with being found, as he focused nonchalantly on picking the garbage out of his ethereal fur. "But I'm not going to eat any of that "ghost food" crap. Look at yourselves. Look at what it does to you."
The other three animals examined themselves. At first, none of them seemed to notice any difference. But as they began to compare themselves with the Raccoon, they did notice something rather different about him. He was more...opaque. 
"I...I thought it was my imagination," the Dog muttered, "are we...lighter than we were before?"
"You got it, slick," the Raccoon replied confidently, "that stuff makes you more and more transparent. That's why I stopped eating it. It turns you into more of a ghost until you're so ghostly that you don't even exist anymore."
"How do you know that?" the Possum asked, skeptical of the Raccoon's self-assured manner.
"Logic. Food equals greater transparency. Food plus more food equals a lot more transparency. Too much transparency equals ceasing to exist." The Possum's hope to humble the Raccoon didn't work out, as the Raccoon sounded even more self-assured than before.
"Wait," the Dog interrupted, "even if that's true, and this stuff does make you more transparent, how do you know it doesn't just make you invisible?"
"Invisible?!" the Possum said excitedly, "I've always wanted to be invisible! Give me that!" The Possum grabbed the plate and began scarfing down more of the food.
"I know," continued the Raccoon, "because of logic plus observation. Think for a minute. How do you feel now, after eating that stuff, compared to a few minutes ago?"
"I feel warm and full..." said the Skunk.
"Yes, but besides that?"
"I guess I kind of feel...I can't put my finger on it..." the Dog struggled to find the words, "...more tired? It's like it's harder to focus." 
"Trust me," the Raccoon said with unwavering confidence, "the more you eat that stuff, the more you feel that way. When I realized what it was doing to me, I swore off of it."
"But it's soooo good..." the Skunk whined.
"No argument here," said the Raccoon, "It's just that I prefer sticking around and staying solid to having even the best kind of meal...which, by the way, that stuff is not. I found something better."
"What?!" the Possum asked, excited at the prospect of more food.
"This!"
The Raccoon dragged a fast food bag from the garbage can. Just like the one that cost the Dog his life earlier, this one bore the distinct logo of "STUBBY'S."
"Aw, Stubby's! Alright! I thought I smelled it around here!" The Dog was absolutely ecstatic. "I thought my mind was playing tricks on me!"
"It's one hundred percent real," the Raccoon assured him, "in fact, there was a full, uneaten Stubby Burger in that bag."
"Could I have-"
"And it was delicious."
"Oh." The Dog was crestfallen.
"However!" the Raccoon exclaimed with the enthusiasm of a carnival barker, "I hear there's a Stubby's not far from here! You, too, can be opaque once again, just like me!" 
"Hey, yeah! I remember a Stubby's..." said the Skunk.
"Me too!" the Possum chimed in.
"That's it." The Dog spoke as if he'd just solved a math problem that had been haunting him.
"That's what?" the Skunk asked.
"That's why I was traveling in this direction in the first place. It was the Stubby's. I remember, I used to eat there all the time. I was going back."
"You used to eat there all the time?" The Raccoon was incredulous. "Didn't they run you off?"
"Oh, yeah, that did happen, but I'm talking about earlier, much earlier. I remember eating there before then. I used to go there on...lunch breaks. I remember paying money, and sitting down at the table in the front corner next to the right front window. I remember eating Stubby Burgers, going there was like an oasis every day, a break from...something I hated. I have to go there again. It's like going back home."
"Are you absolutely sure you know the way?" The Raccoon was still skeptical of the Dog's sudden dreamy enthusiasm.
"As sure as I've been about anything tonight, though maybe that's not saying much. Why, would you like to join us?"
"I'm not really a...group guy. You three go on ahead. I'll just go at my own pace."
"Are you sure?" the Possum asked. "It's awful lonely out here."
"Yeah," the Skunk said, pointing to the Possum, "and we really don't want to be left alone with this guy all night!"
"Hey!" said the Possum, offended, "I promised you I wouldn't pull any more pranks!"
"No, that's fine," said the Raccoon, ignoring their bickering, "go on without me."
Without another word, the Raccoon scurried off behind the house, out of sight. The other three animals looked at each other, uncertain of what would happen next.
"We don't really have anything else to do anymore, do we?" asked the Dog.
"Nope," answered the Possum, "this...afterlife, whatever it is, could end at any time for all we know. We don't really know anything about it."
"Then all we really have is the moment," the Dog said philosophically and with a mounting enthusiasm, "Carpe diem. Seize the day! Live in the moment! Eat at Stubby's!" He paused and looked questioningly at the Skunk and the Possum. "Stubby's?"
"Stubby's." said the Skunk.
"Stubby's." said the Possum.
"Let's go!" said the Dog.
The three ghostly animals followed the Dog, guided by his faded memories. They headed off back towards the road and resumed their journey to the North, seeking the familiar sights and sounds of a half-remembered past.
Six
The three animals had been chatting pleasantly when suddenly the Dog stopped in his tracks. The Skunk and the Possum, confused for a moment, followed his gaze, and soon all eyes were fixated on the thing in the road.
It was mangled beyond recognition, a mass of broken bones and blood and splattered organs and fur. Only one thing identified it, and that was the striped tail. Somehow, they all instinctively knew that this was the body (or what was left of it) of the Raccoon they had met.
"Oh man." The Dog's voice was hushed and tinged with a reverent sadness. "This is sick. Poor dude, he got it worse than any of us. This is just...just...a bloody mess."
"Do you think we should say few words?" the Skunk asked in a gentle whisper.
"Yeah," the Dog replied, "I think we should. What should we say?"
"Why should we say anything?!" The Possum's loud, boisterous voice broke the solemnity of the moment. "We just met this guy! He's fine!"
"Oh." The Dog sounded as if he didn't quite believe it. "Oh yeah, I guess I forgot."
"It's just so sad..." the Skunk's voice was still meek and quiet, "I mean, I know he's like us, and he seems fine and all, but it's just such a hard way to go. I don't remember what it felt like when it happened to me."
"You don't?" The Dog hadn't considered this before.
"No. All I know is that I didn't look this bad afterward."
"Come to think of it, I don't quite recall what it felt like either. It was just like waking up from a nightmare. You know how in a nightmare, when you fall, you always wake up right when you hit the ground?"
"It was the same for me."
Suddenly, once again totally disregarding the solemn tones of the others, the Possum's voice broke the silence as he began to sing in a fake Irish accent.
"Ah, such a nice, clean corpse, did you ever see?!"
"What's wrong with you?!" the Dog was aghast at the outburst. "Someone died!"
"Someone sure did. ME." The Possum seemed almost annoyed. "And you don't see me getting all weepy about it!"
"I'm not getting weepy, I just think that we ought to have some respect for the dead."
"So you're saying we ought to have self-respect?" the Possum asked sarcastically.
"No, I mean, well, yes, but...that's not...what..." the Dog trailed off, confused, and then gave up in frustration. "Forget it!"
"Lighten up!" the Possum shouted with joyous exuberance. "We're on the other side! THE other side! The big one! We made it! We survived death itself! We're going out for some awesome burgers! We should be CEL-E-BRATING!"
"I know, I'm just finding it hard to get a grip on all of this," the Dog said with a note of anxiety in his voice. "Really, is THIS it? You die, and you're exactly where you were before, no Heaven, no Hell, no reincarnation or anything? You just wander around as aimlessly as before?"
"You're looking at this all wrong, dude. What happened to carpe diem, and seizing the day, and living in the moment?"
"I know, it's just...this all feels so...anticlimactic. I'm glad to be alive...or whatever I am. I'm glad I still exist. But at the same time, though, it just seems so empty. Where is God? Where is anything?"
"Life is...or in this case, the afterlife...the afterlife is...No, let's drop the whole "life" thing for now. Existence. Existence is what you make it."
"I suppose, I just can't help feeling that -"
Suddenly, the Dog was cut off by the Skunk, who was singing the same tune, in the same fake Irish brogue, as the Possum had done earlier. 
"TIM, AVOURNEEN, WHY DID YOU DIE?!"
"What the...?!" the Dog was thoroughly perplexed. 
"It's the song!" the Skunk replied happily. "It's "Finnegan's Wake," isn't it?"
"So THAT'S the name of it!" the Possum sounded as happy as the Skunk. "Bits and pieces of that song have been looping in my head all night, but I couldn't remember the title! That's how it goes!"
The Possum again assumed the fake Irish accent and began to sing the old song.
"Whack fol the da O, dance to your partner! Welt the floor, your trotters shake! Isn't it the truth, I told you? Lots of fun at Finnegan's Wake!"
"I LOVE that song!" the Skunk squealed. "I think I used to listen to it all the time when I was little! I never knew what the lyrics meant. My dad would let me listen but he wouldn't explain any of it because it was all about getting drunk and dying and stuff."
"You...remember your dad?" the Possum asked, surprised.
"Sort of. I remember...a little room with a record player and all sorts of records...lots of folk music. I think my dad was tall, and he had a big black beard. I think...I think I miss him. I miss that music he used to play."
As the Skunk grew silent, lost in thought, the three of them began once again to gaze at the body of the Raccoon, and for a few moments no one spoke. Finally, the Dog spoke.
"Let's get moving."
With that, they began walking again, heading for Stubby's. After a few quiet moments, the Skunk turned to the Dog.
"So do you remember anything? I mean besides eating at Stubby's."
"Not really, at least...nothing distinct. I can remember all these little things, like a kitchen table with light shining onto it, and green curtains over a sink, and sitting in a movie theater playing a black and white movie. None of it adds up, though. There's no coherency. I can't make any sense of it."
"Hold on, now," the Possum interjected, "since when does anybody live a coherent life? It's like you're trying to find yourself in some kind of grand, straightforward story, with a beginning, middle and an end. But I think you're idealizing the past, buddy. What gives you the idea that life is like that, that it's any more coherent than what we're experiencing right now?"
"I don't know...everybody lives for something, don't they?"
"You must not get out much, man."
"If I was alive," the Skunk chimed in, "I would want to help animals."
The Dog and the Possum stared at her in disbelief. 
"You ARE an animal!" the Possum exclaimed.
"I know. I think that makes me especially suited to care for the needs of animals, don't you?"
"I suppose," said the Dog. "Aren't you assuming that being alive equals being human, though? We weren't human before we died tonight. We were already animals, and from what I can remember, my thoughts didn't run very deep."
"I could still help animals," she insisted, "I would be altruistic. If you got attacked by a bear or something, I'd spray my stink at it."
"Gross!" said the Possum.
"That's very nice of you," said the Dog with a smile, "and if you got attacked by a bear or something, I'd bite it where the sun don't shine!"
"Disgusting!" said the Possum.
The three of them were so engrossed in their conversation that they didn't even pay any mind to the sound of a large black van pulling up alongside the road a short distance behind them.  It stopped next to the mangled corpse of the Raccoon. As the door of the driver's seat opened, the animals finally took notice and turned around to get a look at it.
"What's that van doing?" the Skunk asked.
"Meat wagon," the Possum replied matter-of-factly.
"What's a meat wagon?"
The Possum rolled his eyes.
"He means," the Dog said, annoyed at the Possum's impatience, "that it must be some public worker who picks up roadkill."
"Oh," said the Skunk, "that'd be a nasty job. I'm glad I'm a ghost going for fast food and not some guy going around shoveling dead bodies."
The man who had emerged from the van had taken a shovel from the compartment on the side of the vehicle and was slowly shoveling the Raccoon's corpse. The three of them became entranced while watching him work. He was tall and thin, but draped in a loose black hoodie. The hood was up and it totally obscured his face. When they tried to discern any of his facial features, all that could be seen was solid shadow. 
With slow, deliberate movements, he brought the corpse of the Raccoon to the back of the van, where he opened one of the back doors. When it opened, the three animals were startled out of their detached observation by a cacophony of agonized screams. The Dog's eyes widened in fear as he spoke with sudden urgency.
"Did you hear?!"
The dark figure shut the door and then reopened the compartment. He placed the shovel back into it, and then retrieved a large noose-like device. It was the sort of thing used to wrangle wild animals. He turned towards the three and began walking slowly towards them, his pace steady.
"What's he doing now?" the Skunk wondered.
"I'm...not sure," the Possum said.
"Run." The Dog spoke with his eyes still very wide and his voice hushed.
"What?" the Possum couldn't hear the Dog's voice.
"Run away." 
"Huh?" the Skunk asked, also unable to hear him.
"RUN AWAY NOW!" 
The Dog, leading the pack, was off like a jet. The other two looked back at the man who was walking towards them, except he was no longer walking towards them. He was running.
Without another moment to lose, the Skunk and the Possum ran off after the Dog. The hooded figure pursued them with inhuman speed. 
Seven
The three animals were hunkered down behind the trunk of a massive tree, growing alone a short distance from the road. They were breathing heavily, exhausted.
"How could he see us?! How?! We're ghosts! People don't see ghosts!" said the Skunk, still in a panic.
"Calm down," the Dog said, not much calmer than she was, "is he still behind us?"
The Possum took a peek around the right side of the tree.
"I don't see him."
"How could he see us?! He's just a human!" The Skunk was hysterical. "We're ghosts! What could he want with us, anyway?!"
"QUIET!" the Dog demanded. "He'll hear you! Listen, we need to figure out our situation. We can't just keep wandering around with this guy chasing us. We don't know who, or what else, might come after us, or what might be after us already. We need answers about who we are, where we are and why we're here."
"Or," suggested the Possum, "we just need to book it to Stubby's. Come on, let's haul a-"
A gasp from the Skunk cut him off.
"Hey! Don't swear!"
"Why shouldn't I?"
"Because..." she answered, trying to find the right way to explain, "swearing is bad! Bad words!"
"Bad how? Socially unacceptable, maybe, but under the circumstances..."
"Would you two be quiet?!" the Dog cut in. "We need to think!"
"Maybe it's just a coincidence..." suggested the Skunk.
"What?" the Dog was confused.
"Maybe he wasn't chasing us. Maybe there were some living animals behind us that we just didn't see."
"Oh yeah," said the Possum sarcastically, "right. Maybe they were INVISIBLE animals. You know, like we'll be eventually, if we don't get to Stub-"
Suddenly, a voice from nearby interrupted him.
"GET IN HERE! NOW!" It was the Raccoon, popping his head out of the thicket on the very edge of the forest.
"Hey, it's you!" exclaimed the Dog, surprised. "What's the problem?"
"HIM!"
The Raccoon pointed behind the huge tree where the three of them were hiding. The Possum peeked behind the right side of the tree again, with the Dog and Skunk leaning over behind him to try and get their own view.
"There's nobody there!" yelled the Skunk to the Raccoon, "What's your prob-"
Suddenly, the man in the hood appeared from around the left side of the tree. Without time to react, the Skunk was caught up in his noose-like device. The Possum and Dog had already begun to run away but, seeing the Skunk in trouble, the Dog ran back. Growling, he bit the handle of the device, yanking it away from the hooded man. After a brief struggle, the Dog managed to loosen the rope around the Skunk's neck. They retreated into the forest together, where the Possum and Raccoon had already fled. 
Eight
Once again, the Dog, Skunk and Possum were all left panting and exhausted, leaning against the trunk of another huge tree. The Raccoon sat nearby, casually eating a banana.
"You...you saved me!" the Skunk was in awe.
"I just...well, you know...I couldn't..." the Dog was embarrassed by the Skunk's adulation and had trouble finding the right words, "I couldn't let you...you know."
"Thankyouthankyouthankyou!"  the Skunk squealed, throwing her paws around the Dog and giving him a tight hug.
"That's okay...you don't have to...that's okay..." The Dog wasn't very comfortable with all the hugging.
"So!" exclaimed the Possum as he turned to the Raccoon, "I thought you were going to go at your own pace? I didn't think you wanted to join us?"
"Actually," replied the Raccoon, "I WAS going at my own pace. At least I was until the kook with the noose and the big van came after me. I ran into the forest and tracked you guys down. You know, in case what's-his-face showed up, I could warn you. He can't get us in here."
"How do you know that?" the Possum asked.
"Logic. He seemed pretty reluctant to follow me in, so I'm guessing he won't enter the forest for some reason."
"So what do we do now?" asked the Skunk.
"I still think we need to figure ourselves out," said the Dog. "That guy might come back, or something else might happen. Who knows?"
"Dude," said the Possum, "I thought we weren't going to worry about the "Why?" and just live in the moment!"
"We can still do that," the Dog replied, "I'm not saying we shouldn't keep going for burgers. In fact, my memory of that Stubby's is the only solid clue we have to who any of us used to be, or where we might have come from. It's the only familiar place any of us know how to reach. I'm just saying we ought to keep our minds open and see if we can't figure anything out about ourselves. Maybe the Stubby's will trigger more memories." 
"The unexamined life is not worth living, eh?" said the Raccoon.
"Right."
"Is that a quote?" asked the Skunk.
"I think so. Plato, right?" asked the Possum.
"I think it's Socrates," said the Skunk.
"It is Socrates," said the Raccoon.
"Are you sure it isn't Plato? Isn't Socrates a fictional character?" the Possum asked. "Didn't Plato write about Socrates in a bunch of novels or something?"
"No!" replied the Raccoon. "I mean, there is some speculation about the historical existence of Socrates, but NOVELS? You're way off! Socrates was-"
"QUIET!" the Dog shouted. "This isn't helping!"
"Yelling isn't nice..." the Skunk was offended. "We were just having a conversation."
"I'm sorry. I just think that discussing historical figures isn't the best way for us to spend our time..."
"You want to discuss something more applicable to our present situation, then?" asked the Raccoon. 
"Yes!"
"In other words, you want us to find the truth that is true for us, the idea for which we can live and die?"
"Uh, yeah, I guess..."
"Who said that?" asked the Possum.
"Kierkegaard," the Raccoon replied.
"Isn't Kierkegaard where Vikings go when they die?" asked the Skunk.
"That's Asgaard," the Raccoon replied, "totally different gaard."
"STOP IT!" yelled the Dog.
"Sorry," said the Skunk, ashamed.
"I have an idea," said the Dog.
"And that is...?" wondered the Raccoon.
"We should pray."
Everyone stared at the Dog, dumbfounded, except for the Skunk, who seemed somehow reassured by the suggestion.
"PRAY?!" exclaimed the Raccoon. "Listen, if there is a God, I doubt he is very interested in us, considering he's left us out here without any explanation." He motioned towards the Possum. "It's like he said earlier, a human life has no coherency. Why should this life...afterlife...whatever it is we're experiencing right now, why should this be any different?"
"Hold up," the Possum interrupted, "how do you know what I said earlier?"
"Yeah!" agreed the Skunk.
"I told you, I followed along in secret in case that guy showed up..."
"EAVESDROPPER!" the Skunk shouted accusatorily. The Possum snickered.
"We're losing focus here, people!" The Dog tried to regain some order and focus. "Now, are you going to pray with me or not?"
"Well, it's not really my thing," confessed the Possum, "but what have we got to lose?"
"Exactly! We need to do SOMETHING!"
"Fine," the Raccoon accepted the idea grudgingly. "Will you be leading us in this prayer, then, Father?"
The Dog obviously didn't appreciate the sarcasm. He wanted to tackle this project with sincerity all around.
"Yes, okay, I will. Bow your heads." The others knelt and bowed and closed their eyes. "Okay. Um. Alright. Dear God..."
"That doesn't sound very reverent," the Raccoon said critically. The Dog shot him an angry glare before continuing.
"Almighty God, Master of the Universe, Lord of all things! We need...help. Direction, specifically. We are ghosts, and we're lost, and we don't know what to do with ourselves, aside from going to eat a burger. We kind of figured that if we died we'd go to Heaven or reincarnate or something but we're pretty much at square one here, so if you could please send us some kind of direction, we would really appreciate it."
The Raccoon coughed derisively.
"WE WOULD BE ETERNALLY GRATEFUL TO YOU FOR YOUR INFINITE, UNWAVERING MERCY. AMEN!" 
"That was a really nice prayer!" the Skunk assured the Dog.
"Thanks...I just hope that God heard it."
"If he exists," added the Possum.
"Well, hopefully somebody or something out there is omnipotent, and benevolent, and will be able to help."
"Aliens, maybe," the Raccoon suggested, not very seriously. The Dog was annoyed at his continued sarcasm. Given their predicament, skepticism seemed like the least-helpful approach to take.
"Yeah, well, I'd be grateful for just about any kind of help now. Come on, guys, we need to get moving..."
Suddenly, a mysterious voice began to speak. It seemed to the four animals that it was coming from everywhere around them, as if the forest itself was speaking to them.
"I can offer information." The voice spoke matter-of-factly. It echoed with an ethereal quality, deep and clear, but none of them could tell where it was coming from.  As it spoke, a mist began to form around the animals, and the canopy of the forest above them seemed to glow faintly.
"W-w-what was that?" the Dog stuttered. "Did everybody hear that?!"
"Maybe it was God!" said the Skunk excitedly.
"I am not God," the voice said.
"Are you an angel?" the Skunk asked hopefully.
"No."
"A...devil?" The Skunk was becoming quite frightened now.
"No."
"Then...what are you?"
Nearby, the mist thickened in a certain spot, and slowly this mist began to form itself into the humongous, cloudy white figure of a fox.
"I am what you are." 
The Dog herded the other three behind him, taking a defensive pose.
"What do you want?" the Dog stammered. "Are you...answering our prayer?"
"Yes," the Fox replied, "to the best of my abilities."
"Do you...often answer prayers?" the Dog asked cautiously. 
"When I hear them, and am able to answer them."
"Do you hear them often?"
"No. This is the only time that it has ever happened."
"Oh," the Dog felt somewhat assured by this for some reason, "so how can you help us?"
"As I said, I can offer you information."
"And what would that be?"
"The food left on the doorsteps made you fade faster."
"See!" the Raccoon spoke up, "I warned you!"
"The food you seek delays the fade," continued the Fox, "so the more you eat, the longer the delay."
"Stubby's...?" wondered the Possum.
"Yes," the Fox answered, "it is unique in the world."
"It tastes like all the other fast food crap to me..." said the Raccoon.
"It is unique because of the effect of delaying the fading of spirits."
"Tell us," said the Dog, "why are we here?"
"You are here," answered the Fox, "because you traveled here."
"No, I mean like...existentially. Why are we ghosts? Is there anything more to the afterlife than wandering around?"
"I do not know why some spirits are left to wander. I have experienced no other fate, and I have only met those who have as well. I can only warn you of your choices."
"Choices?"
"If you continually eat the food you seek, you will not fade from this world. However, without it, you will all eventually fade. You may also choose to eat the food left at the houses to quicken the fade. If you keep yourselves from fading, you will never know what lies beyond. If you fade, you will face an unknown fate."
"No shi-" the Raccoon blurted out, before being cut off by a disapproving "Shhh!" from the Skunk.
"You may leave this forest once," the Fox continued. "If you return to it, you will not be able to leave it. You will become a part of it, and tied to it. The forest is many. It has many eyes. It knows many things."
As the Fox spoke, the animals watched in awe as the canopy of the forest above them suddenly formed a multitude of disembodied eyes within the thick of the leaves. The Skunk, frightened, let out a tiny scream and hid behind the Dog. Then, the green drained out of the leaves, forming a massive arm that descended to the ground near them, scooping up a large handful of dirt, which was then left to sift through the fingers like sand dropping slowly through an hourglass. 
The colorless leaves began to glow with unnatural hues, changing slowly like fiber-optic Christmas tree lights. The animals watched as figures appeared around them in the forest, transparent like them but not glowing. Time became strange; as each scene played out, it seemed to be in real time, but as soon as it was over it was difficult to remember, as if it had happened much too quickly, or much too long ago. An old man and a child taking a walk in the woods went by. A man and a woman carved their initials into a far-off tree, and then kissed. Squirrels stored acorns on a branch high above them. A wildcat went prowling. 
A man dragged a large bag into the woods and began digging. Another large, light green hand reached down from the leaves and grasped for him and he ran. The voice of a woman could be heard, calling out after him; the lilting nature of her voice was betrayed by the ghastly accusations she hurled at the man. She said strange things, some in a strange language, before whispering "...the forest knows, the forest sees you..." and fading away to silence.
When the dirt in the palm of the massive hand had nearly all fallen to the ground, the green drained from it and returned to the trees, ending the constant multi-colored glow. Then the form of the hand itself gently crumbled into the dirt and fell to the ground. Everything had gone back to normal. The Fox resumed his speech.
"See all that it can do. It knows the secrets of those who pass through it. The only other fate open to you is capture. Avoid it, that is what I advise. This is all that I know."
As the Fox concluded, his head began to slowly spin clockwise around his neck. The eyes of the Fox, glowing a dim yellow, began to flicker out, like the headlights of a car with a dying battery. Mist began to surround the massive white form of the spirit, covering it more and more, and finally, when the Fox himself was no longer visible, the mist dispersed and the Fox was gone.
For a while, the animals sat in stunned silence.
"It's just one of those days," the Possum said at last.
"What kind of day are you talking about?" asked the Raccoon.
"You know. One of THOSE days."
"What do you guys want to do?" asked the Dog. "Should we just let it happen? Should we just fade?"
"I don't know..." the Skunk answered in a confused and miserable voice.
"It sounds pretty much inevitable," said the Possum. "I don't know about you, but I'm not leaving this earth without one last Stubby Burger. Who's with me?"
The other three animals looked at each other and, after a moment's consideration, nodded in agreement. Determined to resume their original course, they headed back towards the edge of the forest.
Nine
The bright lights of Stubby's shone proudly alongside the highway, signaling the presence of the nation's favorite fast food. From out of the forest, which bordered the property, the four ghostly animals emerged. All were now much more transparent than before, a sign of the time that had passed since they entered the forest. The Dog and the Raccoon, who'd eaten Stubby's food last, were considerably more solid than the Skunk and the Possum, who showed signs of both extreme fading and a creeping, unrelenting exhaustion.
"There it is," exclaimed the Dog, "Stubby's. It's been such a long time..."
"If that guy in the van could see us," said the Skunk, "probably anyone could...so how do we get the food without being seen?"
The four stared at each other, realizing suddenly that they hadn't considered this before.
"Simple," the Raccoon said with authority, "we'll dumpster-dive."
"No way," retorted the Dog with finality. "I didn't come all the way here to eat more discarded food. We're going to get FRESH burgers."
"And how do you suggest we get them?" the Raccoon asked.
"If we work together..."
"I didn't come all the way here to attract that van guy and get captured. I'm heading for the back, where the dumpsters are. Who's with me?"
The Skunk and the Possum exchanged worried glances, noticing that they were both far more faded than either the Dog or Raccoon. Both of them could feel the steady creep of exhaustion taking hold.
"We probably don't have much time left..." said the Skunk worriedly. Her voice was quiet and sounded far-away.
"Sorry, man," the Possum spoke apologetically. "Why can't we eat some leftovers first and then try to get some of the fresh stuff?"
"It will probably be morning soon..." the Dog said with a hint of anxiety in his voice, "if we don't get it before long, they'll stop serving from the dinner menu and start serving from the breakfast menu."
The Possum and the Skunk looked aghast. 
"Aw man!" the Possum whined, "Stubby's breakfast food sucks! Still...we need to eat something from here soon, or we're goners..."
The Dog paused thoughtfully for a moment.
"Okay." He seemed to have reached a conclusion. "You two, go with him around back and see if you can find something to tide you over until I can get some of the fresh stuff, okay?"
"You're going all by yourself?" the Skunk was even more worried than before.
"I've got food here countless times before. I can do it again."
Without further ado, the Dog ran off towards the front door. The other three watched him go, worry written across their faces.
"Come on," the Raccoon said reassuringly, "we need to find you something to eat."
Ten
The Dog slinked inside the front door, pushing it open with all his might. The entry bell jingled and the Cashier, half-asleep, was startled; looking up, however, he saw no one. He shrugged and resumed staring into space.
The Dog was hiding underneath one of the tables, and, careful not to be seen, he began to study the familiar interior of Stubby's. Hard, white metal chairs and light brown-tiled floors in a perpetual cycle of cleanliness and filth. At present, the floors had been recently mopped, and underneath the chairs and near the walls he could see tiny clumps of grime, pushed aside but not removed. The off-white walls and the huge windows in the front, plastered with ads for various deals and combo meals, felt like home to him. He knew he had been gone a very long time. Vague memories of paperwork, stress, and late nights passed before his mind and then evaporated.
He remembered sitting at that very same table, in a time long past and forgotten. He could smell the meat, freshly cooked and kept warm on heating racks. Drool began to drip from his mouth; his slobber dripped to the floor and then vanished. Patiently, he waited for an opportunity to get to the burgers, plotting all the while. After a short time had passed, he had seen no sign of a distraction for the Cashier. Resolving to take the initiative, he crept over to a trashcan and knocked it over. Just as quickly, he retreated back under the table where he'd been hiding.
The Cashier was naturally startled and confused. He stared at the fallen trashcan and then gazed around the room. Seeing nothing, he shrugged once again, and set the trashcan upright. He began to pick up the garbage that had spilled out, muttering irritably under his breath as he worked. While he was distracted, the Dog took his chance and rushed behind the counter, where he found a wrapped Stubby Burger next to the grill on a heating rack. Snatching it in his jaws, the Dog hurried back to his hiding spot just as the Cashier was returning to the counter.
Safely out of sight once again, the Dog gingerly unwrapped the burger, careful not to let the wrapping make too much crinkling noise that would attract the Cashier's attention. At last, the Stubby Burger sat before him, and he couldn't hold back. The Dog devoured it as if he hadn't eaten in days. 
The Cashier then heard some of the Dog's slurping and once again began looking around. Interrupting the Cashier's survey of the room was the jingle of the entry bell, as the door opened and an even more tired-looking young man entered. The Dog stared at the man's shoes from under the table as he approached the counter.
"Hey." The man, who appeared to be a burned-out college student, with bloodshot eyes and hair that was nothing but cowlicks, spoke as if he were talking in his sleep. "I'd like three classic Stubby Burgers, no cheese, no mayonnaise, no special sauce, but everything else is good." He stared blankly at the menu for a moment. "Oh, and a small, unsweetened iced tea with that."
"That'll be five sixty-seven." The Cashier replied, not much more awake than the customer. "Isn't it kind of late to be eating this stuff?"
"Yep. But it's been a long night. I deserve it."
"It's your funeral."
The man paid and the Cashier retrieved the food the man had ordered in no time. The man shuffled over to the table right next to where the Dog was hiding. He unwrapped the first Stubby Burger and began staring at it. 
"Dang it. Forgot the straw."
As the man stood up and sauntered over to the condiment table to retrieve a straw for his iced tea, the Dog quickly attempted to grab the tray. He was forced to give up as the man turned around and walked back. As he sat down again, he stared at the burger once more, before coming to yet another realization.
"Oh, crap! Ketchup!"
Once more the man returned to the condiment table. This time, the Dog was able to steal one burger from the tray. Returning to his food, the man was confused. 
"Hey!"
"What?" the Cashier asked, disturbed and a little annoyed.
"Didn't you give me my full order?"
"Yeah, what's the problem?"
"There's only two burgers here!"
"What?! I KNOW I gave you all three..."
As the Cashier approached the man's table, the Dog, with a look of triumph on his face and a burger clutched in his jaws, proceeded to slink from under one table to the next until he made it back to the door. When the entry bell jingled yet again, the two men looked at it and, seeing nothing, stared at each other, baffled.
Eleven
The Skunk, Possum and Raccoon were all chewing on various bits of discarded food found in the dumpsters and trashcans behind Stubby's. The Skunk had a look of disgust on her face, the Possum was wavering between stoicism and optimism, and the Raccoon looked genuinely satisfied.
"How can you enjoy this?" asked the Skunk, grimacing.
"It's like anything," the Raccoon answered, "you just have to develop a taste for it."
"Develop a taste...for garbage." The Skunk's words dripped with sarcasm.
"Yeah," the Raccoon went on, "I knew this guy once, I mean not personally, I know OF him. Anyway, I knew about this guy once, who one day just decided: "I'm going to stop using money." And he did. He just gave up money for good."
"He gave up MONEY?!" The Possum was incredulous.
"Yep. Just got sick of the system. I don't blame him. No more BS. Just free livin'. No ties, no bonds, no bull."
"So how did he get by?" the Possum asked.
"Same way we get by. Eatin' what he could find, dumpster diving and foraging. You know, dumpster diving is a skill, a science. You have to get a knack for it. See, that's why it's disappointing for first-timers. You have to get the knack. It's like anything. You have to get used to it."
"I guess so." The Skunk was still skeptical.
"So I've been thinking," declared the Possum.
"Hmm?" The Raccoon's mouth was full.
The Possum turned to the Skunk.
"You have memories of your dad, right?"
"Yep."
The Possum pointed towards the building.
"And he remembers coming to eat here, paying for food and all, right?"
"Yeah..." the Raccoon spoke thoughtfully.
"Yet we were all animals when we died. No memory of being, you know, a talking possum, or dog, or anything."
"I've been wondering about this myself." The Raccoon spoke dreamily, lost in thought. "He probably had a point, saying we ought to at least try to figure our situation out. So if we were people, human beings, presumably we've died before, in order to end up as animals."
"I always thought that when you died you either went to Heaven or Hell," the Skunk thought out loud. "I never believed in reincarnation."
"Then you must've been religious," the Raccoon answered, "specifically subscribing to some sort of Judeo-Christian belief."
"You know," said the Possum, "I don't know if I've ever been very religious one way or another. But when you stop and think about it, he was right...this whole thing is strangely anticlimactic. I mean, ceasing to exist is one thing. Heaven, Hell, reincarnation, all of those seem like appropriately fitting ends, though not all of them are pleasant ones, of course. Heck, even being a ghost has a sort of mystique to it, at least in theory. Yet here we are, no different than the hundreds of people who go through this drive-through every day, going out for burgers. We haven't even haunted anyone."
"I thought ghosts only haunted people when they had unfinished business," the Skunk mused.
"Maybe we have unfinished business?" the Raccoon pondered.
"But we can't remember anything!" the Skunk said with frustration. "How are we supposed to know if we have unfinished business or not?"
"It is quite the quandary," the Raccoon agreed.
"I don't give a crap about unfinished business," the Possum spoke defiantly. "Who wants to be tied to the past? I want to live in the moment, in the NOW...which, I guess, I am. Still, it'd be nice to have something else to do after we finish eating."
"This isn't eating," argued the Skunk, "this is force-feeding ourselves garbage so that we don't cease to exist."
"Exactly," said the Possum, "eating."
At that moment, the Dog appeared from around the corner of the building, proudly displaying the Stubby Burger clutched in his mouth. The other three gathered around him excitedly, as he gingerly laid the food down on the ground and nudged off the wrapping paper with his paws and nose.
"Behold!" declared the Possum. "The Grail!"
"The what?!" The Skunk was confused.
The Dog spoke, ignoring the Skunk's perplexed expression.
"I think that you two should split it." He pointed to the Skunk and the Possum.
"What about me?" asked the Raccoon.
"They ate the most of that ghost food," the Dog explained, "so they need this more than we do, to counter-act the effects."
"But you should have it!" protested the Skunk, "You worked so hard to get it!"
"I already had one, and besides, I'll go back for more."
"We'll help next time," the Possum spoke reassuringly.
"Don't worry about it. It's easier if just one of us sneaks in, anyway." The Dog was quite confident.
"Well then," declared the Raccoon, "since I'm the only one of us with decent dexterity, I will do the honors of dividing it for you." Using a nearby tin can lid, the Raccoon cut the burger in half.
"You should have a little piece of it, too," said the Skunk.
The Raccoon looked to the Dog. Both of them then looked to the Possum, who was busy staring at the burger with a ravenous glare. Finally, he noticed them, and spoke begrudgingly.
"Oh, go ahead. It's only fair." He paused, before muttering under his breath, "I guess."
"Yay!" exclaimed the Skunk.
The Raccoon tore off a small piece from each half of the burger and began passing them around, giving the Raccoon and Skunk the larger pieces.
"This kind of feels like Holy Communion..." mused the Skunk, "breaking the bread and everything."
"It's a shame we don't have any wine to go with it," quipped the Possum.
The Raccoon shuddered at the thought of drinking wine with a Stubby Burger. Shaking off his disgust, he gave the final bit of the burger to the Dog, and then held his own piece up high, as if giving a toast.
"To good health," he proclaimed, "in mind and spirit, if not body!"
"To living it up," the Possum added, "dead or alive!"
"To having friends to hang out with!" cheered the Skunk.
"To shutting up and eating before it gets cold!" concluded the Dog.
All four of them dug into their food with gusto. The Dog, Skunk, and Raccoon savored theirs, while the Possum downed his in one gulp, nearly inhaling it. After they had finished, all four sat back and sighed, satisfied. All of them had begun to look more solid and opaque again.
"Man," said the Dog, "it doesn't get any better than that."
"You said it," agreed the Skunk.
"For a night that began with all four of us being brutally killed in traffic," said the Possum, "it's actually been a pretty nice evening. Weird, but nice."
"Agreed," said the Dog, "thanks for sticking with me, guys. I was a little unsure at first, but ya'll are alright."
All of them smiled and continued to rest for a moment more, watching the stars twinkling above. Finally, the Dog stood up again.
"Okay," he said, "time for the next run."
"Let us help you this time!" the Skunk protested yet again.
"No, trust me, I can get another one easier by myself. By the time the morning comes, I'll have one whole burger for each of us!"
"Yeah! Right on!" The Possum was drooling at the thought.
"Be back in a few!" The Dog ran off to the front of the building once again.
"Definitely a good night," said the Possum, "just gotta sit back and enjoy it..."
Twelve
Reclining against the back wall of the building, the three animals continued to bask in the glow of their triumph.
"So now that you've had the chance to eat," the Raccoon said to the Possum, "are the philosophical questions less of a bother?"
"Kind of. I'd still like to have something to do. What good's keeping ourselves from fading away if we just sit around? Not that I'm criticizing the time-honored tradition of just sitting around..."
"You mentioned us haunting somebody. Maybe we need to find someone to haunt."
"I don't want to scare people!" the Skunk chirped.
"I suppose we could haunt people in a non-scary way," the Raccoon mused, "maybe we could warn people about dangers or something."
"Maybe..." said the Skunk, as if on the verge of a breakthrough idea, "maybe we could haunt people on drugs!"
"What?!" asked the Possum, confused.
"Like, say there's this guy, and he's doing a bunch of drugs. We could haunt him to make him turn his life around. We could find a tube of lipstick and write "DON'T DO DRUGS!" on his bathroom mirror, so when he wakes up, he sees the message, and he gets totally freaked out and stops doing drugs and then he gets a job and gets married and has kids and grandkids and it's all because of us!"
The Skunk smiled eagerly as the Possum and Raccoon stared at her, bewildered.
"Or," said the Possum, "we could just take all of his drugs and flush them down a toilet or something."
"Oh." The Skunk thought for a moment. "Yeah, I guess that'd work too. Hey, maybe we don't have to stay ghosts!"
"What do you mean?" asked the Raccoon, curious.
"Maybe we can become angels!"
"I don't follow."
"Well, I remember once when I was young I read "The Little Mermaid," and in the story the mermaid gets to go to Heaven when she does enough good deeds! Maybe if we do enough good deeds, we'll go to Heaven and become angels!"
"Yes, well, "good" and "bad" can be pretty sticky concepts." 
"Huh?"
"Say there's a baby," the Raccoon continued, "and the baby is about to be hit by a car on our left. But there's a runaway train to our right, about to collide with another train.  We can either move the baby out of the car's path, or push the lever to put the train on a safe track. We only have time to save one."
"Yeah," interrupted the Possum, "like we're the experts at avoiding moving vehicles!"
"We'd save the baby!" declared the Skunk with confidence, "Unless the train has babies on it! Does the train have babies on it?"
"The train has four babies but FIVE serial killers heading for prison," the Raccoon answered.
"Why would there be four babies on the same train as five serial killers?" asked the Possum.
"Oh, no..." said the Skunk, feeling overwhelmed, "so many babies to consider!"
"And the baby about to get hit by the car is the son of an abusive father," continued the Raccoon, "but one of the babies on the train is the daughter of an absent father and an alcoholic mother, but one of the other babies is the son of an absent father and a nurse who works really hard to support her baby."
"I'd let 'em all die," the Possum blurted out. The Skunk and Raccoon were aghast.
"Hey, what's the worst that could happen?" he asked. "They come back as animals, get hit by more cars, and wander around as ghosts looking for fast food. I've been through it. It isn't that bad."
The Skunk and the Raccoon sat silently contemplating the Possum's point of view and the logic behind it. Bothered by the silence, the Possum decided to change the subject.
"So why do you think we're ghosts? Why aren't we reincarnating? We apparently all used to be human, so what happened? Also, what was up with that fox...guy...thing...and why do Stubby Burgers keep us from drifting off into Eternity?"
"Perhaps," said the Raccoon after some thought, "in life as humans, or even as animals, the food here has some sort of tie to us. Perhaps it acts as a spiritual bond that keeps us roaming the Earth."
"Maybe..." the Skunk thought out loud.
The Skunk was interrupted from her reverie by the arrival of a large black van. The three animals hid behind a trashcan near the corner of the building. Two men appeared from the backdoor of the restaurant, and the driver of the vehicle emerged: the man in the hoodie.
The two men opened the back of the van and began unloading large white boxes and garbage bags. The older man wore a tag with the word "MANAGER" written on it. The younger one was, the animals noted, obviously an employee. 
"How do people eat this stuff?" the Manager wondered. 
"Beats me," the employee replied, "people will eat anything, I guess. Did I ever tell you about that guy who stopped using money?"
"Like a thousand times..."
The dark, hooded driver exited the van, picked up some of the unloaded cargo and silently carried it inside, to the freezer in the back. The Stubby's employee watched him as he went and then spoke to the Manager.
"So what's that guy's deal? Is he some kind of freak or what?"
"I don't know," the Manager replied, "our usual guy quit on us a few weeks back and this guy just showed up with a resume, slammed it down in front of me and left. Didn't even ask for an interview. Didn't even say a word! Just slammed the resume down on the counter and was gone. Nobody else applied, though, and I desperately needed a driver."
"I'd have taken the job!"
"But you're FAR too important in your current position!"
"Wow, thanks!" The employee was oblivious to the sarcasm. "You know, bosses don't say that kind of stuff enough. You're a great manager."
"Oh, well. Uh, thanks..." the Manager was stammered. 
"So what's the guy's name?"
"Arnold Jenkins."
"Arnold Jenkins?!"
"Yeah, why? You know him or something?"
"No, it's just...he's so creepy. I figured he'd have a Goth name like Nightshade Spiderbane or something."
"Maybe he just chose Arnold Jenkins because it looked good on a resume."
"So what other jobs did he do before this? I mean, besides harvesting souls and drinking the blood of the innocent?"
"Well," said the Manager, thinking back, "some stuff you'd expect. For a while he was, get this, a gravedigger. He worked for a funeral home after that but was fired. I called to ask why, just out of curiosity, and found out it was because he refused to take that stupid hoodie off and everybody thought it was some kind of sick joke! After that, he worked as an accountant. Not sure how that worked out. Finally, he went back to school for the Animal Control gig, and then he got hooked up with us."
"Wow. What a nut!"
"You're telling me. He belongs in a job like this."
The Manager paused and looked in one of the garbage bags. He seemed impressed.
"He's been on a roll tonight! I can't even tell what this is. I guess it's pre-grinded for our convenience. And I was afraid he'd lost his creativity! All he gave us earlier was a dog, a skunk, a possum and a mangled up raccoon. Amateur stuff. This, though...this doesn't even look like a creature of this earth!"
"Slap enough special sauce on," the employee said with disgust, "and people will eat anything..."
The three animals, still hiding, began to wretch and vomit violently. When they finished, they were much more light and transparent than before. The two men heard the noise.
"What was that?" asked the employee. "Is there a hobo losing his lunch in the trash over there?"
At that moment, the man in the hoodie emerged from the building once more, apparently hearing the commotion. He began striding slowly towards the three animals as they stared, frozen in fear. The Manager and the employee were still unable to see them in their hiding spot, but it seemed that the man in the hoodie could sense them now. He was heading right for them.
"Let's haul the rest of this inside," muttered the Manager, "if he finds an animal or something I don't want to see what he does with it..."
The Manager and the employee grabbed some of the last of the boxes and bags and headed inside. The man in the hoodie continued, slowly, to walk closer and closer to the three petrified animals.
Thirteen
The Cashier and the customer were investigating a strange series of falling objects behind the counter. The Dog had just pulled off several other tricks, knocking various things over and then going back into hiding.
As the two men were distracted, the Dog grabbed an entire tray of Stubby Burgers in his mouth, right off the warming rack, and headed for the door. However, as he was about to leave, the television mounted in the corner of the ceiling caught his attention and he paused. An impeccably dressed news anchor had mentioned Stubby's. He listened to her intently.
"And in a bit of bad news for you fast food junkies out there, beloved chain Stubby's is under fire at present under allegations that a preservative being used in their products may be harmful. Dr. Edmund Rosenthal of the Corwood Medical Research Institute has discovered the substance, once marketed as an anti-aging drug, present in nearly all Stubby's products.
The chemical, known popularly as "Preservitatan," was removed from the market when it was discovered that the effects of the substance were strikingly similar to those of chemicals used in embalming fluid. While it did retard the aging process, it also caused a massive loss of nerve function and cell growth. It should be noted that when on the market, Preservitatan was sold as a topically applied cream rather than a drug intended for ingestion. No studies have been done on an ingestible derivative of the chemical compound, but the team currently examining the suspected use of the drug as a food preservative say that the effects on consumers' health could be devastating.
Dr. Rosenthal has shared his findings with the FDA, and the Surgeon General is expected to make a statement this afternoon. Sources close to the Surgeon General claim that an unprecedented move is likely: the order for the immediate shutdown of all Stubby's restaurants. More on this story as it develops."
The Dog's eyes widened in surprise, but, hearing the two men returning from his last distraction, he dismissed his concerns and went back out the door.
Fourteen
The Dog approached the other animals, still hiding behind the trash cans, with the tray clutched in his jaws. Hidden from his view around the corner, the man in the hoodie was approaching the three animals. The Dog placed the tray on the ground and greeted them cheerfully.  
"Hey! I got a haul this time! Enough for everybody! More than enough! Also, you'll never believe what I saw on the news just now, Stubby's might get shut down today! We got this stuff just in time! So, are you ready to eat?"
The other three animals remained frozen in terror, staring at the approaching hooded figure.
"Yo. You okay?" The Dog was perplexed.
"Run." The Raccoon's voice was dull and monotone.
"What?"
"Run away."
"Huh?!"
"RUN AWAY NOW!"
The three animals bolted towards the edge of the forest. They were careful to stay near it without setting foot back inside it again. The hooded man appeared from around the corner. Upon seeing him, the Dog let out a frightened yell and ran after his friends.
Fifteen
The animals were hiding behind a portable toilet booth, part of a small park near the forest's edge. Light was creeping slowly into the sky above them. The morning air was cold and jagged; it felt like tiny icicles were stabbing into their throats. As their breath became steam, it appeared as if it was an extension of their increasingly vapory bodies. All four were exhausted, terrified and winded.
"How..." the Dog was panting, "how did he...find us?"
The other three exchanged worried glances.
"We have some bad news, dude," said the Possum.
"What?"
"About Stubby's."
"Don't tell him!" pleaded the Skunk. "He doesn't need to know!"
"About them getting shut down?" asked the Dog.
"Shut down?!" the Raccoon asked, surprised, "We didn't hear about that!"
"Yeah, because of some dangerous preservative in the food. It shouldn't hurt us, though. I mean, we're ghosts. How could that affect us? We're already dead! So...wait." He paused. "If you didn't know about that, then what's the problem?"
"Dude." The Possum was, for the first time that night, finding it difficult to speak.
"What?"
"The Stubby Burgers. They were...us."
"Huh?!"
"That guy, the hood guy. He works for them. He's not a civil servant. He brings roadkill to the Stubby's and they use it to make Stubby Burgers. We've been eating...ourselves."
The Dog, for a moment, simply stared in stunned silence. Then, without warning, he vomited uncontrollably, and when he was finished, he too, was much lighter than he'd been before.
"I'm sorry..." the Skunk spoke sadly, "it's just...so...horrible. I mean, eating OUR OWN BODIES...it doesn't get much more gross..."
"A preservative, you said?" The Raccoon was asking the Dog, but his tone sounded more like he was speaking to himself. The Possum attempted to distract the Dog from the nauseating truth.
"The hood guy's real name is Arnold Jenkins. Can you believe that?"
The Dog didn't reply. He still looked quite ill. The Skunk put a paw around his neck, concerned. The Raccoon continued to stare off into space, apparently trying to work his mind through some problem. The Possum simply looked at the others, crestfallen.
"So the age old question returns, " he said, "what do we do now?"
Without warning, the man in the hood appeared behind them, brandishing a net. The four once again rose to flee, but the Dog struggled to move, still weak. The Skunk turned back and tried to help him move forward.
"We have to go!"
Before she could prod him further, the net captured her. The Possum and Raccoon, on the edge of the forest's outermost trees, turned around in horror.
"Not again!" shouted the Possum.
The Dog, as before, sprang into action, suddenly filled with renewed energy. He wrenched the net away from the hooded man and then untangled it from around the Skunk. She ran off. As she ran, the Dog didn't move. Instead, he stood still, facing the dark figure.
"You've already got our bodies!" the Dog shouted, trembling, "What more do you want with us?!"
The hooded, faceless figure stared at the Dog silently.
"What are you doing?!" screamed the Raccoon, having stopped a short distance away.
"Think about it!" the Dog shouted back, "We're going to fade out anyway unless we eat these roadkill burgers, and I'm not taking another bite of them! Tonight was a pain. I died. My favorite fast food place was ruined for me tonight. I'm not spending my last moments of earthly existence running away from some prick in a hoodie, some moron named Arnold Jenkins! I call bull! What can he do to us?"
"Run!" squeaked the Skunk, meekly, "We have to run away!"
The hooded figure continued to stare, unmoving and faceless, not making a sound.
"Nothing to say, huh?" taunted the Dog, "Not a word! You know why? Because you've got NOTHING! All you can do is scare us! But we're fading anyway! So do what you want. I'm not scared anymore. There's nothing you can do to hurt me. All you can do is try to ruin my chance to enjoy the time I have left, and I AM NOT GOING TO LET YOU DO THAT!"
For a few more moments, the hooded figure remained motionless. Then, to everyone's surprise, he slowly began walking away.
The Skunk, Raccoon and Possum were flabbergasted. The Dog, however, had a look of satisfaction on his face as the hooded figure retreated from them. He smiled.
"Man," blurted out the Possum, "this night just gets more and more anticlimactic. That's all we had to do? Tell him to go away?"
"It was just a lack of logic on our part," said the Raccoon, "really, I should've thought of this sooner. What CAN anyone do to us? We're bound to either remain ghosts or fade away. How could he give us anything to worry about?"
"So what now?" asked the Skunk. "We just let ourselves fade away?"
"That's what I'm going to do," said the Dog.
The other three looked at him, horrified.
"You can't just give up!" the Skunk protested. 
"I'm NOT eating another Stubby Burger. That meat could be any one of us. We were eating ourselves. It's sick."
"Yeah, it was gross," said the Possum, "but we have to keep ourselves from fading!"
"We don't have to do anything. That's what I figured out. It's up to us, each of us. We can each choose what we want to do."
"The forest!" the Skunk yelled, "The fox said we could stay in the forest!"
"I'm not doing that either. I want to see what happens when I fade. The forest might be safe, but it's a prison. I think staying in there would make us lose ourselves. He said if we chose to enter again, we wouldn't be able to leave. If we fade, we don't know what will happen. We might cease to exist. We might be reborn. We might go somewhere else, Heaven or Hell or someplace nobody on Earth has ever even dreamed of. You can stay in the forest if you want to. You can even go eat more of those burgers if you want. But I'm moving on. The more you try to hold on to what you have, the more you'll lose. You'll lose what you didn't even know you had." 
He turned to the Skunk. "You were half-right, I can't just give up. But going back for more burgers, or staying in the forest, that'd be giving up. That's just staying afraid."
The other three animals looked at him in disbelief, all of them at a loss for words. Then, the Skunk spoke, with an uncharacteristic gravity in her voice.
"Nobody answered us when we prayed. Not God, anyway. There might not be anyone waiting for us if we let ourselves go."
"Nobody answered us...here," said the Dog, "that's what I know for sure. I don't know anything about what happens if we let go. I want to find out. I'm letting go. If you want to stay with me, have a seat. If not, the forest is right over there. That is, unless you want to eat more Stubby's."
The Dog sat down and several moments passed. The other three continued to exchange confused, worried looks. Finally, the Raccoon sat down next to the Dog. The Possum and the Skunk look at him, surprised.
"He makes sense," the Raccoon explained, "it's the most logical thing I've heard all night."
The Possum then sat down next to the Raccoon. The Skunk eyed all of them with suspicion, thinking that perhaps they'd all lost their minds. However, she, too, finally resolved to stay. The four of them sat in a row, looking at the moon as the night drained from the sky and the stars faded from view. Time passed in silence as they gazed out at the horizon, where the sun was slowly rising. Finally, the Raccoon broke the silence.
"I've been thinking...so it was a dangerous preservative in the food at Stubby's that's getting them shut down, was it?"
"Yeah," answered the Dog, "Preservegemat...or something."
"Preservitatan?"
"Yeah! That was it! Why? How did you know?"
"I think I remember...something about being human. I must've worked in the chemical industry or something. I've heard of that. I think I used to know about it."
"Huh," mused the Dog, "whaddya know?"
"Hmm. If we used to be humans, and then we were animals, and now we're just ghosts, that means that direct memories don't carry over from one body to the next. Only ghosts retain some memories, presumably, and even then, not very clear memories."
The Raccoon paused, deep in thought.
"Humans have learned a lot. Science has made some real progress, so much is known and so much is improved. Yet there's so much we don't know. There are whole aspects of reality, whole planes of existence that humans know nothing about, even if they experience them. Like the one we exist in now, for instance."
"What's your point?" asked the Possum.
"Oh, just thinking out loud. It makes you wonder how the choices we make affect the universe, and ourselves, in ways that science just can't measure. At least...not yet. Ways we might never understand. For every new drug, every cure, there's that warning: may cause side effects."
"I hate those drug commercials," mused the Skunk, not entirely on-topic.
"I've been wondering too..." the Possum chimed in, "what do you think that ghost food was? Why was it there?"
"Who knows?" said the Dog.
"Maybe it was just regular food," continued the Possum, "the fox said that Stubby's food was unique. Maybe while it preserves ghosts, regular food increases the speed at which they fade away."
"It's not what goes in the mouth," said the Skunk absent-mindedly, "it's what comes out..."
"The more we ran away from that hood guy," said the Dog, "the more he pursued us. Maybe the more you eat regular food, the more you fade away, because it's not meant for ghosts to eat Earth food."
"That sounds plausible," said the Possum, "I guess. I wonder what was up with that fox guy, and that forest. It was all surreal and creepy."
"He said that the forest had a thousand eyes," the Raccoon recalled, "he faded in and out of it himself, and he claimed that it was all connected. Perhaps if one joins the forest, it...absorbs you. You become part of the Earth, but you lose yourself in the process. He certainly didn't have much of a personality, even if he was pretty knowledgeable." 
"Do you think he was an answer to our prayer," asked the Skunk, "or do you think it was just a coincidence?"
No one answered. Instead, they all looked off once more into the distance. They had all become so transparent that they were barely visible at all.
"I hope we get to meet God once we fade away," said the Skunk, "or somebody nice."
"Me too," said the Dog, "me too."
"There's no way to know," said the Raccoon, "but you have to accept these things."
"You have to choose to face the unknown," added the Dog, "that's what I think. Otherwise, you're just stuck in...I don't know, nothingness."
"You know what?" asked the Possum.
"What?" asked the Dog.
"As gross as it was...you guys were delicious."
All four of them began laughing, and the tension that had been building up, if only for a moment, melted away.
"It had some low moments," said the Skunk after the laughter had quieted, "but after all that it really wasn't a bad last night on Earth. I'm still glad we spent it together."
All of them nodded. Now only their outlines remained visible.
"It looks like we're going," observed the Raccoon, trying to suppress the fear in his voice.
"If I don't see any of you again," said the Dog, "I want to say...thanks. For everything."
"Yeah," said the Skunk, "thanks for saving me from Arnold Jenkins."
"Thanks for not leaving me behind after I jumped out of my corpse and scared you," said the Possum.
"You're all very welcome," said the Raccoon.
The other three stared at him.
"And thanks."
The outlines of the animals were themselves now nearly invisible. Their voices had faded with it, and were nearly inaudible, with only a slight echo into the park land surrounding them. The sun rose over the horizon. The morning, at last, had broken.
"Oh!" exclaimed the Dog, "You know what?"
"What?" asked the Skunk.
"Mario's Pizza."
"Mario's Pizza!" The Possum was incredulous, as if he'd just had a eureka moment.
"It's only like a mile away," the Dog continued, "and it's open all night! THAT'S where we should have gone for our last meal!"
"I love Mario's Pizza!" gushed the Raccoon. "Darn. Why didn't we think of that?"
"Yeah," agreed the Skunk, "then we could've eaten something we all enjoy, and we could've got meatless so there'd be no chance of accidentally eating our own corpses."
"Well crap!" blurted out the Possum, "Isn't that always the way it goes?"
"It's just one of those days..." mused the Raccoon.
"I guess." The Dog's voice was nearly gone, fading into silence along with his body. The other animals could barely hear him. The sounds of the morning birds singing in the trees around them became distant. 
"Who knows? Maybe they'll serve it wherever we end up next." 
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Dedication
This story is dedicated to the memory
of the Dog by the side of road

Be well and be in peace,
whoever and wherever you are.
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